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The Laughing Duke 17 


saw the writing was meaningless 
a sickly smile spread over his 
swarthy, handsome countenance, 

“Vagaries of a wandering 
mind,” he muttered. "But they 
hurt. For I loved him like a son 
since he took me and my un¬ 
grateful cousin under his pro¬ 
tection years ago.” 

He bowed his head, gave a 
few orders relative to funeral 
arrangements and walked slowly 
from the room to the accompani¬ 
ment of muttered prayers from 
Father Bellaire, who was kneel¬ 
ing at the foot of the bed, and 
muffled sobs from the nurse, 
who had loved her master. 

The funeral was held with all 
the pomp of a great house. Not 
many days thereafter Duke Rob¬ 
ert mounted his black charger 
and, with his great, two-handed 
sword clanking in its scabbard 
between his shoulder-blades, 
rode down to Avignon to see 
that justice was done to that 
rascally Gilbert, who had been 
convicted of stabbing his uncle 
in the back. 

NOT MANY WEEKS later 
Monsignor Bellaire officiated at 
another death-bed, that of Lady 
Dorothy, daughter of the wid¬ 
owed Duchess of Mecklenberg, 
whose castle lay not far from 
that of Orthow. 

“Ah, Dorothy, Dorothy,” the 
good priest murmured, stroking 
the soft chestnut hair of the 
beautiful girl who lay pining her 
heart away between the silken 


sheets. "Why will you mourn 
for Duke Robert, who is un¬ 
worthy of you? His ambitions 
have made him forget your love 
for him. That should show he 
was unworthy of your love. For¬ 
get him. Smile at the sun once 
again, as you did when I taught 
you your catechism years ago.” 

But the girl only turned her 
face a little more toward the 
wall. The monk sighed and 
glanced at the physician. 

Dr. Vosberg shook his head 
sorrowfully. 

“It is no use, father," he said. 
“Physically there is nothing 
wrong with her, yet life is flow¬ 
ing from Lady Dorothy as though 
from a sieve. She refuses to live. 
Poor, foolish girl.” 

The priest nodded. 

“Strange,” he said. “She loved 
Robert, while Gilbert loved her. 
And now Robert is Duke of Or¬ 
thow and has pledged his troth 
to another, while Gilbert, who 
was to have been the duke, rots 
in Avignon prison. I wonder,” he 
added thoughtfully, “if Gilbert 
really killed the old duke. It was 

The doctor’s answer was in¬ 
terrupted by a slight commotion 
on tne bed. “Look,” he cried. 
“The end has come.” Picking up 
the inevitable mirror he held it 
to the quiet lips. Not a cloud 

Father Bellaire crossed him¬ 
self and began murmuring the 
liturgy for the dead. 

'Not yet, fatherr 
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The Laughing Duke 


personages of a bygone genera- 

“How did you leam all this?” 
he puzzled. 

“From my father, who fought 
in the wars,” she would answer 
lightly, and go on to some new 
picaresque tale which made him 
roar with laughter. 

At night they would stop at 
the jolly French inns and ca¬ 
rouse a bit with the wandering 
adventurers and friars and coun¬ 
try people whom they met there. 

Sometimes there were sly 
glances cast at Dorothy’s slim 
figure in its hose and jerkin, but 


that v 


t first a 


For she drank the Rhenish wines 
with the best of them and shout¬ 
ed the rollicking songs of the 
day in a passable tenor until no 
doubt remained in , the mind of 
anyone present that she was the 
spoiled son of some important 
nobleman. Eventually she be¬ 
came the center of any group 
they chanced to meet. 

And when the night was far 
gone she would draw the slend¬ 
er sword she always wore and 
extol its merits to any who might 
yet be able to listen. A Spanish 
blade, she said it was, made in 
Toledo. Its like never had been 
seen in France before, although 
a century or so later it was des¬ 
tined to replace the clumsy two- 
handed swords which had been 
the weapon of the country since 
William the Conqueror hewed 
his way through Hastings. 

"Ah, she is a graceful wench. 


my Toledo blade,” Dorothy 
would croon, bending the long, 
needle-sharp thing between her 
slim white hands. “None can 
stand before her.” 

Sometimes she would induce a 
wandering swordsman to fence 
with her, almost always to his 
discredit, for the rapier slipped 
in and out between thrusts of 
the heavier blades with uncanny 

At first the girl handled her 
weapon somewhat clumsily, 
though with understanding, like 
one who was trying to force for¬ 
gotten muscles into a well-re¬ 
membered task. But as the days 
passed she began to show an al¬ 
most uncanny aptitude. 

As he stodd in the drafty 
taproom while Dorothy and 
some puzzled opponent stamped 
and lunged inside a circle of 
shouting yokels, Gilbert mar¬ 
veled continually. 

Here was a girl of steel, defy¬ 
ing all the conventions of the 
time, when women were sup¬ 
posed to be helpless, fainting 
creatures who spent their days 
drawing mournful music from 
harpsichords or doing fancy- 
work in the quiet of some pro¬ 
tected gallery. By all the rules 
he should have abhorred this 
hoyden who told screamingly 
funny risque stories, liked her 
wine and treated him as a com¬ 
panion rather than a lover. 

But he could not but admire 
her. The adoration which he had 
felt for the Dorothy of other 
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Staten Island, N. Y., in his Summer, 1966 catalogue of books offered 
for sale, offered a copy of The Devil Tree of ell Dorado for $10 
which contained an inscription by Fenton Ash, asserting that he 
was F rank Aubrey. 

To round out the story, Stanley A. Pachon in a serial article 
title Pseudonyms in Popular Literature in Dime Novel Round-Up, 
February, laoo stated: Frank AuDrey, pseudonym of F. Atkins 
who wrote for the Abgosy.” It should be noted that Frank Aubrey, 
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scure psychological slant of a 
very odd fish of a father for 
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iv much to pay?” I asked, 
finally landed. 
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‘They — don’t die, Jim. That’s 
the trouble. I’ll — tell you about 


AFTER WE HAD washed 
and disinfected our scratches, 
Neil led the way down to the 
ground floor of the building. 
We passed through a poorly 
furnished living room, filled 
with the ugly furniture of the 
1870’s, fitted up with bookcases 
filled with books, seemed to deal 
principally with Egyptology and 
medieval works on astrology and 
such subjects. Thence through 
another room, and so we came 
to a very long room at the back, 
which must once have been some 


cases, placed on a dais against 
the wall and held in position by 
brackets. On the exterior of each 
was beautifully painted the re¬ 
presentation of the body within. 
One of these was the painting 
of a girl, of such exquisite and 
noble beauty that I could hard¬ 
ly take my eyes away from it. 

You know how closely the 
ancient Egyptian type approx¬ 
imates to certain of the finest 
types of today. Except that the 
eyes were conventionally too 
large, the lineaments were per¬ 
fect. The little, slightly tilted 
nose, the small chin, the expres¬ 
sion of breeding, of a certain 
wistfulness, the success of the 
ideal that the artist had en¬ 
deavored to portray almost took 
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